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INTRODUCTION 


J 

The number of bronze vessels of the Western and Eastern Chou dynasties with 
inscriptions that are now known runs into the thousands. Some of these have inscriptions 
containing almost five hundred characters. It has been said that each of these inscrip- 
tions is equal in its historical value to a chapter in the Book of History. As a matter 
of fact the evidence of these inscriptions is even more valuable than the Book of History, 
for our knowledge of this Book is now confined to the Modern Text copy and in this. 
copy there are parts that we know to have been forged by Chou and Ch'in writers, In ` 
the sections relating to the Chou dynasty chapters such as Chin T‘éng and Hung Fan - 
are unreliable and the number of chapters relating to this dynasty that may be considered - 
authentic is ‘no more than fifteen or sixteen, Furthermore, even in these chapters many, 
changes have been made during the processes of transcription and rearrangement so 
that their value as historical records is now questionable, On the other hand, each 
character and each phrase in the inscriptions on bronze vessels, with the exception of: 
forged ones which can be easily distinguished, are the original expressions of a few 
- ancient people. They are therefore of much greater value than the records of the Book 
of History. 

Unfortunately, although the number of bronze vessels is great, the time and place 
of production are rarely known. Occasionally the place where a vessel was discovered 
is recorded but usually with the information that it was found by‘some farmer in digging ` 
the ground. The original discoverer had no archaeological knowledge and no one cared 
to make further investigations after the discovery so that there remains no accurate 
record of the conditions of the earth in which the vessels were found; gradually even 
the spot where the discovery was made has been forgotten.. As to books on bronzes, 
there have been many written since the time of the Sung dynasty. Some of these 
record only inscriptions while others give also the shapes of vessels; some contain 
detailed discussions on the inscriptions and decorations while others simply give the 
material and express no opinions. However, all of them follow the same general method 
of division under which vessels of the same kind are arranged according to the number. 


of characters of their inscriptions. This. arrangement seems at first glance to be very 
orderly but in fact it throws vessels of the same period and locality into great disorder, 
The inscriptions of the time of the Warring States are mixed with those of the Shang 
and Chou periods and vessels made by the same person are distributed in different parts 
of the book. This is in marked contrast with the orderly arrangement of the Book of 
History. 

Now the chief value of inscriptions on bronze vessels lies in the fact that they 
may be used in verifying historical records but they can be of no value in this respect 
if their date and provenance are not known. It has been for this reason that students 
of history and geology have looked upon these ancient vessels and their inscriptions with 
indifference while those interested in this branch of studies have made little contribution 
to the sciences of history and geology. | Wang Kuo-wei in his Introduction to the Yin - 
Hsi Shu Ch'i K'ao Shih states that “in regard to the establishment of principles (of 
interpretation) and the opening of the mysteries (of these inscriptions) none of the earlier 
, writers have made any considerable contribution;” but brilliant as Wang was he did 
not explain how it was to be done. An examination of his work shows that he himself 
was chiefly concerned with etymology and, although correct in some of his opinions, 
the methods he used differed little from those of.earlier scholars. The two “ Lists of 
Recorded Bronzes which he published were only combined indices of books on bronzes 
and cannot be considered as outstanding contributions to the lines of study which he | 
had indicated as of primary importance; but perhaps he had such work in mind and 
did not live to see it accomplished. 

In recent years I have been interested in the study of the society of ancient China 
and in this connection have examined the bone inscriptions of the Yin and the bronze 
inscriptions of the Chou. As to the oracle bones, they were found in one place and the 
strata of the soil in which they were found have been carefully noted so that there is 
no doubt as to their historica: value. However, with the bronze vessels of the Chou 
dynasty the. case is entirely different, for the places where these vessels were found are 
not known. Further more, this dynasty lasted eight hundred years, a period almost as 
long as the four dynasties of Sung, Yüan, Ming and Ch’ing combined, To class all 
vessels of this long period as Chou is misleading. The more we have of these vessels 
and the more they are discussed the more difficult they are to handle, After a study 
of several seasons I feel sure that before these inscriptions of bronze vessels of the 
Chou dynasty can be used as documentary evidence their historical contents should be ` 
arranged in systematic order, 

As to the method of such arrangement my opinion is that these inscriptions should 
be divided according to their dates and places, This method of arrangement is an old 


one and was used in the Book of History, the Book of Odes, the Kuo Yii and the Kuo 
"Tee In the Book of History, the chapters of Kao (#) and Ming (fẹ) resemble so closely 
the texts of inscriptions that they were most probably copied from bronzes and it may ` 
not be amiss to say that the Book of History is the oldest record of bronze inscriptions, 
At present we have only a few examples of vessels belonging to the imperial family of 
Chou but during the long line of rulers of this dynasty many must have been made 
which still remain buried in the earth. 

In the case of some vessels this is an easy matter for the name of the state in 
which they were made is recorded in the inscriptions. The determination of the period 
of the vessels is the real difficulty. Scholars have always given careful attention to this 
subject but have based their work on the calendaric calculations of later periods. In 
recent years Chinese and foreign scholars have indulged in many speculations concerning 
which I have a few words to suggest. It must be remembered that we have as yet no 
accurate knowledge of the calendar of the Yin and Chou periods, There is even no 
agreement as to the length of the reigns of some of the rulers of the Chou dynasty, 
Take Kung Wang as an example. The T'ai Ping Yü Lan quotes the statement of the 
Ti Wang Shih Chi that this emperor reigned for twenty years. The T’ung Chien Wai 
Chi states that he reigned for ten years and again records the statement of Huang-fu 
Mi that he reigned for twenty-five years. According to the calculations of later works, 
such as the Huang Chi Ching Shih, the reign of Kung Wang was fixed as twelve years 
and this has been commonly accepted as final. However, we have the caldrons called 
Chan Ts'ao Ting (H) the second of which has an inscription which states that on 
the day of jén wu in the fifth moon of the fifteenth year Kung Wang was in the Chou 
Hsing Kung and that the king had gone to the hunting-lodge to hunt. The title Kung 
Wang was not a posthumous one but one adopted during the lifetime of the emperor. 
The-custom of conferring posthumous titles did not originate until the latter part of the 
Ch’un Ch'iu period, In the same way the name of Ch'éng Wang was used on the 
contemporaneous caldron called Hsien Hou Ting, Chao Wang on the bell called Tsung 
Chou Chung, Mu Wang on the vessel called Yii Kuei and I Wang on that called K’uang 
Yu. Now the inscription on the Ch'iao Ts'ao Ting clearly states the date as that of the 
fifteenth year of Kung Wang. Although this does not confirm either the statement that 
he reigned for twenty-five years or the one that he reigned for twenty, it shows definitely 
that the statements that his reign was ten and twelve years were both incorrect. From 
this we can see that the dates of bronze insciptions cannot be determined by using later 
systems of computing the calendar, for such a method is like measuring one thing with 
the standard of another, The conclusions do not agree with the real facts. If students 
of bronze insciptions could make a comparative study of the dates of the inscriptions 


and work out from the systems of calendar of the Yin and Chou dynasties which could 
be used as a standard for dating all bronzes it would be of great value. This is still 
difficult, for we do not have sufficient material and the material on hand lacks systematic 
arrangement. 

The method which I have adopted in determining the dates of the vessels is some- 
what different. It is to examine the inscriptions and the vessels themselves for their 
dates without preconceived opinions or the use of outside standards. The time of the 
vessels may often be found from the inscriptions, such as is the case with the Hsien 
Hou Ting, Tsung Chou Chung, Yü Kuei, Ch'iao Ts’ao Ting and K’uang Yu mentioned 
above, On the vessel called Ta Féng Kuei (A) the inscription states “the King offers 
sacrifice to his father Wén Wang.” This vessel therefore belongs to the time of Wu 
Wang. The inscription on the caldron called Hsiao Yü Ting (UY states that “animals 
were used in the great sacrifice offered to Chou Wang, — Wang, Ch'éng, Wang." This 
clearly shows that the vessel was made at the time of K’ang Wang. There are also 
other inscriptions the dates of which may be determined by comparing them with 
historical records, old and new. .By using these vessels as a basis, other objects may be 
dated, for they can be linked together by the names of persons and the facts recorded. 
This, with observations in the styles of writing, and composition of the inscriptions as 
well as the decorations and form of the vessels will make it possible to group together 
vessels of approximately the same period. As to the inscriptions that give specific 
dates, I have -checked the year, month and day to see if they agree with each other, 
but these have been used only as corroborative evidence. 

By using the above method I have been able to determine the exact or approxi- 
mate period of 162 vessels of the Western Chou. Most of these objects were those of 
the court or of its officials, The vessels which I have listed first according to the place 
and then the time of production number 161. Most of these vessels belong to the time 
of the Eastern Chou, and it is thus seen that when the influence of the imperial house 
of Chou was predominant there were “very few vessels of the feudal states and that 
after the eastern migration there are no traces of the vessels of the imperial house, 
This fact reveals the political conditions of the Western and Eastern Chou dynasties 
and at the same time indicates the cultural development of the two periods. 

As to the vessels of the states, there are thirty and two groups, viz. Wu (R), 
Yüeh (jf), Hsü ($$), Ch'u (4), Chiang (zr), Huang (3%), Jo (33), Teng (BE), Ts’ai (2%), Hsü (š), 
Chéng ($8), Ch’én (M), Sung (X), Tséng (8), T'éng (WR), Hsüeh (g$), Chu (48), Shih ($), 
Lu (4), Ch’i (#2), Chi (fa), Chu ጩኔ Chü (SL, Ch’i t), Tai (8), Wei (8), Yen (4&), Chin ጩኒ 
Su ($) Kuo ($F) Yü (B), and Ch'in (38). This order is obtained by starting with the ` 
states along the Yangtse from east to west, then from west to east with those in the 


regions between the Yangtse and the Yellow River, and then again from east to west 
with theTstates along the Yellow River. It will be noted from these vessels that neigh- 
boring states shared similar characteristics in their culture. The civilization of these 
states may be divided into two general groups, southern and northern, The states along 
the Yangtse and the Huai Rivers formed the southern group and those along the Yellow 
River the northern. As a general rule the literary style of the inscriptions of the 
southern group is ornate and the writing light and elegant, while the northern style is 
literal and exact and its writing coarse. Hsii (44%) and Ch’u (&) were the centre of the 
southern type of culture and there are many bronze vessels of Hsü. The states of 
Ching ፳፪ and Shu (£f) were referred to as barbarians outside of the Kingdom of culture 
but this was done by the Chous who were enemies of these states. Hsii and Ch’u had 
both been allied states of Shang but after the downfall of Shang became enemies of 
the Chou. This is confirmed not only by ancient historical records but also by the 
inscriptions of bronze vessels of the Western Chou period which record continued suruggles 
between the Chous and the southern barbarians. They were the inheritors of the Shang 
culture. The Shangs were an artistic people. Their bronze vessels were highly refined. 
They were fond of wine drinking and hunting and were superstitious. These character- 
istics all go to show that they were not as realistic as the Chous. They refute the 
ancient saying that the Yins were fond of simplicity and the Chous of refinement. As 
the peoples of Shang and Chou were separated by name and also by location the two 
types of culture of the north and the south were just as different from each other as 
the water of the Chin from that of the Wei River. Eowever, from the time of the 
Ch’un-Ch’iu tribal prejudice gradually lessered and the culture of the people tended 
toward uniformity. This is confirmed by the inscriptions of the vessels of the last part 
of the Chou dynasty which show that there was similarity in the general composition 
as well as in the rhymes used in all parts of the country including Yen and Chin on the 
north, Hen and Wu on the south, Ch'i and Chu on the east and Ch'in and Jo on the 
west. Thus, there was in China more or less uniformity of writing and custom toward 
the end of the Chou dynasty and the unification of the whole country by the Ch'in 
that followed was but a matter of course. 

The number of bronze vessels of the Western and Eastern Chou dynasties, the 
time or the approximate time of which I have been able to determine is 323. Although 
these are less than one tenth of the total number of vessels of this period that are now 
known, they are the choicest of bronze inscriptions. Little the present confusion is 
being resolved. 


II 


The bronze age in China roughly includes the Yin and Chou dynasties. The art 
of making bronze vessels had already reached a stage of perfection at the end of the 
Yin dynasty so that its genesis must have been much earlier, probably between the 
end of the Hsia and the beginning of the Yin. The Chous were a tribe which appeared 
at a later period. The fact that while there are no bronze vessels before the time of 
Wu Wang (B. C. 1122) left to our time, there are a great many from the time ol Ch'éng 
Wang (B. C. 1115) and K'ang Wang (B. C. 1078) shows clearly that the Chous inherited 
this art from the Yin people. The bronze age may be divided into four periods: : 
1. Genesis—About the beginning of the Yin-Shang dynasty. 
2. Early products—The later part of the Yin-Shang and the beginning of the Chou 
dynasty, including the reigns of Ch'éng Wang, K'ang Wang, Chao Wang 
and Mu Wang (B. C. 1115-945). 
3. Evolution—From the reigns of Kung Wang and I Wang to the middle of the Ch'un- 
Ch'iu period (B. C. 946-600). 
4. New forms—From the middle of the Ch'un-Ch'iu period to the end of the tíme of 
the Warring States (B. C. 600-403). 

At the present time we have as yet no accurate knowledge of the objects belonging 
to the first period, but naturally there must have been such a period when bronzes 
were first made from models of pottery or stone. For actual examples of the work of 
` this period we must await further excavations. 

Vessels belonging to the second period have been greatly admired by lovers of 
ancient art. Among these there are many caldrons of the ting type but very few li. 
There are many square yi and kuei without cover (commonly called yi), but no fu, There 
are many of the shapes called tsun, yu, tsioh and chia, but no hu, nor is there any 
p'an or i(i. e. ewer). Among bells there are to but no chung. The body of these vessels 
is usually heavy with deep bold decoration which is frequently composed of the t'ao 
tieh design amid thunder scrolls. There are also phoenix, dragon and elephant designs, 
but the t'ao t'ieh and thunder scrolls occupied the leading place in bronze decorations. 
To my mind, the thunder scroll pattern came from the spiral marks of the fingers 
found on pottery vessels. The fact that most of the early bronze vessels were decorated 
with thunder scrolls therefore furnished one of the evidences that bronze sprung from 
pottery. T’ao t'ieh, dragon and phoenix were all mysterious animals of the imagination. 
The Lü Shih Ch'un Ch'iu has the passage “On Chou dynasty caldrons are incised the 
figures of Can tich, which has a head but no body. Before it can swallow a person 


whom it is eating it puts an end to its own body.” There must have been a tale con- 
cerning this animal in ancient times which has been lost. The Kao Yao Mu chapter 
of the Book of History states that “the ancient people portrayed the planets in the 
forms of dragons and phoenixes on. ritual vessels.” As tc the elephant design, the Lii 
shih Ch'un Ch'iu states that “Chou dynasty caldrons were incised with shapes of ele- 
phants.” However, even this design on bronze vessels is mostly imaginative and not 
real, so that such decorations may either be praised as being full of antiquarian interest 
or despised as the work of the uncivilized. One may realize this latter point of view 
by comparing ancient bronze vessels with the clay and wooden objects now used by 
the barbarians of Formosa or the natives of Australia. In the past these vessels were 
sometimes destroyed for causing evil influences, which was probably due to their ugly 
looking designs. 

Among vessels of the third period, ting, li, fu and kuei are common shapes but 
there is no square yi. A new shape known as hsii appeared. In wine vessels, yu, tsioh, 
chia and ku were replaced by.a shape known as hu. P’an and i were first found and. 
among bells chung and po gradually became popular. These vessels are usually simpler 
in form than those of the preceding period. The designs on these vessels are compara- 
tively shallow, usually composed of large scrolls in place of the small thunder scrolls of 
the former period. The tao tieh design has also lost its importance and is used only 
in unimportant parts such as the legs of ting and kuei. The phoenix and dragon designs 
were still used but these all underwent a change and became conventionalized. The 
leading motif in the decoration of this period was the reversed curve, The Li Shih 
Ch’un Ch'iu states that “Chou dynasty caldrons were decorated with the reversed curve 
which is elongated and the same above and below.” This- design probably derived from 
the lines of the wood called kuei liu, for woodenware was common in ancient times. 
Chuang Tzi states that “a tree of a hundred years old is cut down for the making of 
the hsi tsun” and in the Book of Mencius it is said that “bowls were made with the 
willow.” The K’ao Kung Chi records that “the duty of the lumberman, tzü jén, was to 
make drinking vesseis---” The kuei liu is a common wood used in making woodenware 
and its lines resembling clouds, or rainbows, or sometimes dragons and serpents are so 
beautiful that they were reproduced in the casting of bronzes. The elephant design 
disappeared with the invention of the scale and reverting designs. In general, the vessels ` 
of this period broke away from the mysteries of ancient times and assumed a spirit of 
freedom. This, however, seems to the eyes of lovers of ancient art to show a lack of 
refinement. | | 

In the fourth period, viz. that of new forms, there were very few li and yen 
while the hsii disappeared entirely. There were new shapes known as tui and tien. 


The small bells, pien chung, became very popular. Vessels of this period may be divided 
into two classes, the decadent and the progressive. Vessels of the decadent class deve- 
loped along the lines of those of the preceding period in the general trend of becoming 
more and more simple. Most of these vessels are devoid of decoration. Some of the 
simplest of these vessels resemble those of the Han dynasty and in fact have ‘been 
` commonly mistaken for such. Vessels belonging to the progressive class have delicate 
shapes which are usually cleverly designed. The decoration on these vessels was more 
shallow than that on vessels of the preceding period, and in place of the large scrolls 
the designs are fine and regular. Stamping blocks were first used in the making of 
decorations, so that the decoration on one vessel is usually a repetition of impressions 
of one block. There are a great many varieties of patterns, unlike the stereotyped 
styles common on vessels of the two preceding periods. The only designs which were 
in comparatively more common use were the coiled-dragon and the coiled-serpent scrolls 
which were the result of skilful modifications of the p'an k'uei scroll of the preceding 
period. Inlays and gilding were introduced. Fairy figures and winged animals are found 
in the decorations, and the animal forms attached to the bodies of vessels are mostly 
realistic and lifelike, At this stage, the art of ancient bronze casting was like a devastated 
garden which through some supernatural effect was suddenly filled with outbursts of 
beautiful flowers, One may see from the pieces found in recent years at Li Yü Ts'un 
in Shansi, the tomb of the Prince of Han in Lo-yang and the Tomb of the King of the 
State of Ch'u in Shou-hsien, that this statement is not exaggerated. This type of vessels 
has recently been called “ Ch'in style" by some western scholars. Although this term 
cannot be considered as correct, it is possible that this type of bronzes exhibits the 
influence of Seythian art, for the territory of the Scythians extended to the region now 
known as Outer Mongolia during the time of the Ch'un-Ch'iu and Warring States. These 
people were therefore in close contact with the States of Chung-shan, Yen and Chao, 
An outstanding example of the vessels of this class is the Ti Shih Hu, which was a 
product of the State of Chung-shan. This people were known in ancient times as being 
fond of amusement and singing. They were an artistic race and it was probably through 
them that outside influences were introduced into China. The Chung-shan people were 
also. known as being a special race of white barbarians. It might have been that they ` 
were some mixed race of the Scythians, but this has to be confirmed by excavations. 
However, there is no question as to the existence of two classes of vessels in this fourth 
period in the development of bronzes. Passing from this period to the time of the Ch'in 
and Han dynasties the decadent class declined further and further until at last it vanish- 
ed, while the progressive class concentrated on the making of mirrors thus forming 
another link in the chain of culture. 


The foregoing division, of periods is, with the exception of the first period, supported 
by well-founded evidence and it forms a natural evolution. The method. which I have 
employed has been to let the historical facts contained in the inscriptions tell their own - 
story. When the dates are known, then all the forms and decorations appear in their 
proper order. This is as true of the style of composition of the inscriptions as of the 
forms of writing. As a general rule, the inscriptions on vessels of the second period 
are concise and the ideographs are strong. In the case of vessels of the third period, 
the inscriptions are usually long and the ideographs written in a free style. With the 
progressive class of vessels of the fourth period, the inscriptions are usually rhymed 
and the ideographs well designed. These set the examples for the style of composition | 
and calligraphy on stone tablets of later periods. With the decadent class, the inscrip- 
tions are simple and usually composed only of the names of the workmen. However, 
this division is not without variations. For instance, the Ch'u Wang Yen Kan Caldron 
recently excavated at Shou-hsien belongs to the fourth period. lts form and decoration 
are Of the progressive class while the composition of its inscription and the writing of 
the ideographs belong to the decadent class. Furthermore, the different periods are not 
disconnected with each other, for there is always a time of transition between one period 
and another. The reigns of Mu Wang, Kung Wang, I Wang and Hsiao Wang formed 
the time of transition between the second and the third periods, while the middle of 
the Ch’un-Ch’iu period that between the third and the fourth. Vessels made during 
these reigns may be divided as belonging either to the former or the later period accord- 
ing to their styles. 
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